ABSTRACT
gold letters alongside that of the museum's founder, Elias Ashmole, above the door to the museum's library.
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The actual altars themselves were arguably something of an anti-climax, both being severely weathered. The first altar, of limestone, decorated with reliefs sculpted within panels on its sides (h. 0.68 m; w. 0.42; d. 0.33) bears a badly worn inscription, enough of which was deciphered when it was first discovered to reveal it as dedicated to the Roman god Jupiter and the deities of hospitality and home (FIGS 1-3): 'To Jupiter Best and Greatest, to the gods and goddesses of hospitality, and to the household gods, for having preserved the welfare of himself and his family. Publius Aelius Marcianus, cohort-prefect, consecrated and donated the altar.'
Only the first line of this inscription is now visible, so we are reliant upon earlier accounts for this reading of the text (letters underlined, above). The inscription informs us that the altar was dedicated by the commander of a Roman auxiliary cohort. Unusually, he does not actually name his cohort, but, given the inscription's findspot in York, we may surmise that it was stationed in the north of Britain. Both sides of the altar displayed images in sculpted relief, but these are now hardly visible at all. 13 On the right side is a sculpted relief, which reportedly (according to RIB) depicted a figure holding a staff in its left
hand, but what seems to be visible now at top left is a shape resembling a trophy in form. The left side is usually interpreted as a sacrificial scene (RIB), with a male figure in a knee-length tunic and possibly a hair-band, holding an animal. In the background above this animal is a wreath, and possibly an altar appears below it. Fresh autopsy, however, suggests a military figure in profile facing right wearing a crested helmet and possibly armour, with a band sculpted around his neck. He has his left arm raised to hold up a wreath-shape, over a very worn object (possibly the animal seen by earlier viewers). 14 Notes in the card index of the RIB archive in the Centre for the Study of Ancient Documents (Oxford) tentatively describe the right-side relief as possibly Jupiter ('figure with shaft in left hand, weathered away below waist') and the left-side relief as Hercules ('figure with ?headdress faces sin. And seems to wrestle with an animal (?lion), corona above. ?Hercules').
The altar was found in 1638 in digging the foundation of a house on the site at Castlegate, York, where Fairfax House was later built in 1762. It was owned variously by Sir Ferdinando Fairfax, Sir Thomas Widdrington, and Lord Thomas Fairfax, and his son-in-law
George Villiers Second Duke of Buckingham (who died in 1687). 15 Muratori was apparently mistaken in locating the altar at Durham, since Wellbeloved records the stone's early movements, all within York, until the Duke of Buckingham abandoned Fairfax House. 16 It was first published by Lister in 1682 who was chiefly interested in its material, claiming that the stone came from quarries near Malton (just north of York). 17 The altar was dedicated by the commander of an auxiliary cohort. A similar combination of deities is found on an altar from Newcastle-upon-Tyne. 18 A first attempt to offer a critique of such illustrations is found already by 1732 in Horsley who, however, reached the wrong conclusion albeit on what sound like reasonable grounds. Commenting that he was puzzled by the huge differences between the illustrations of Prideaux and Gale, he argued that Prideaux's was likely to be the more accurate, because it was produced earlier: 'as Dr Prideaux's copy was taken first, and when the original was doubtless much more perfect than it is now, so it comes nearer to the present remains'. 46 For this reason, Horsley also reproduced the rather fanciful image of a Roman soldier bedecked with a full head of shoulder-length hair and equipped with a long sword. By the nineteenth century, however, some realised that the style of such illustrations owed much to the underlying historical outlook of their authors: Pennant, for example, was criticised for his desire to identify Marcianus as a 'British-born' soldier precisely because of such inaccurate drawings: 'This stone, which is much mutilated, has been several times engraved, yet never with sufficient accuracy. The sculptured figure, according to Pennant, represents the deceased Vivius Marcianus, 'as a British soldier, probably of the Cohors Britonum, dressed and armed after the manner of the country, with long hair, a short lower garment fastened round the waist by a girdle and fibula, a long Sagum, or plaid, flung over his breast and one arm, ready to be cast off in time of action, naked legs, and in his right hand a sword of vast length, like the claymore of the later Highlanders'. 47 As observed by Charles Knight in 1841, the possibility of reinterpreting the figure carved on the tombstone was the result of the fact that the actual relief was badly worn away, leaving viewers free to reconstruct it according to their own tastes: 'in truth nearly all the points of his attire and accoutrements are so uncertainly delineated on the mutilated stone that anything like a complete or consistent picture of the whole can only be made out by an exercise of fancy' -although he still chose to reproduce the more attractive, highly reconstructed version of the image. 48 The other underlying problem was the tendency to look only at illustrations of the tombstone rather than at the monument itself. Finally, by the mid-nineteenth century we find a much more reliable image, executed in watercolour over graphite, which was produced by J.W. Archer in 1852. 49 In this way, the tombstone regularly featured in historical works on the development of London and, rather bizarrely, the physical appearance of Vivius Marcianus himself went through various transformations, acting as a kind of litmus paper both for contemporary fashions and changing perceptions of Roman Britain.
Its inscription commemorates a deceased Roman soldier: It is inscribed on its front face, within a rectangular moulded frame (h. 0.27; w.
0.285). The inscription has been in a very poor condition ever since the altar was discovered, because of the crumbling nature of the sandstone from which it is made. This was then not improved by the fact that after its initial discovery it remained exposed in a garden for some years. 64 Horsley noted that there were remains of a piece of iron on its top surface and supposed that something had been added to it in post-Roman times, while 65 Henig suggested that this may date from the period when the altar was displayed in Tyrer's garden. 66 Already in 1763, it seemed illegible to Chandler. 67 Watkin made engravings of the stone based upon photographs taken in 1884, which show some traces of lettering, 68 but when examined by
Hübner for CIL only a few faint traces of lettering were visible, 69 and it now seems largely illegible to the naked eye. Nevertheless, RTI has enabled us to read some letters, permitting us to reassess previous editions of the inscription and its layout (FIG. 10) . This confirms the accuracy of much of Grenehalgh's initial report, 70 has a relief of a libation-dish (patera) on its right side and a jug (urceus) on its left. (FIG. 11) The top and bottom of the monument have been cut away and a socket cut into its rear side.
As a result, it is not possible to be sure whether the base originally functioned as an altar (the more likely possibility) or whether it may have supported a statue. On the top surface towards the rear is a small round hole with remains of metal inside, while the rear side is roughly finished. In line 1, the letters TVN are ligatured, and in Line 2, the letters VA. [
---]XENOVI[---/---]NDVX vac[---?/---]+T[---]
It was found at Woodeaton, during ploughing some years before 1953. 98 RIB states that it is 'now in the Ashmolean Museum', but we have been unable to identify its inventory number.
These are now on display in the Rome Gallery, along with several other individual inscribed letters from the same site, which have been found over the years both during controlled excavation and casually by fieldwalkers. 99 Goodchild and Kirk suggest that they could have been 'sold on the spot to enable visitors to set up their own votive inscriptions', 100 although the other votives from the site consist of inscribed metal plaques. In addition, there is one further letter, which appears to be unpublished, a D which is different in style from the others, with a flat profile (FIG. 14) . 101 It is not known to which deity the temple was dedicated. 102 The inscriptions probably date from the second half of the first or second century to judge from the dating of the temple structures, which are thought to have been constructed in the first century and later expanded. 103 Parallels for similar individual metal letters have also been found elsewhere, including a sporadic find at Alchester in Oxfordshire, discovered in c. 1978 by metal detector and presented to the Ashmolean by E. Houlihan. 104 It consists of a single letter V made of copper alloy (h. 0.058), with three nail holes for affixing it to a surface.
These fragmentary inscriptions give an impression of individuals creating relationships with a deity via the written word in a rural location to the north of Oxfordshire.
The potential sophistication of the literacy used to negotiate these relationships can be further illustrated by the fragmentary gold-leaf amulet, also found at Woodeaton temple (on loan to the Ashmolean), but probably dating from a rather later period (fourth or fifth centuries 
THE MOST RECENT ROMANO-BRITISH ACCESSION
The museum has continued to add to its collection of Romano-British inscriptions in recent years, via the purchase of a dedication to Hercules, reported found at Benwell (Tyne and Wear). 110 The inscription consists of letters punched as dots onto the front face of a thin Beaumont Street, which had been built alongside the University Galleries. 113 During the first half of the twentieth century, therefore, it was the material property of the inscriptions that came to determine where they would be displayed, with the summary catalogue by E.T. Tomlin, Stroud (1995) 
